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The White-letter Hairstreak butterfly

Introduction

Strymonidia w-album or the White-letter Hairstreak is not well known, so why
produce a booklet devoted exclusively to this butterfly? If you ask the man in
the streat “What is a White-letter Hairstreak 7" the vast majority would not have
aclue! Itis also quite possible that many butterfly watchers have never seen
a live adult. Inthe wild the adult butterfly is very elusive, and this has resulted
in little being known about its natural history. Then in the 1870s along came
Dutch Elm Disease which has decimated the populations of the three main
species of elm in the southern half of Britain. This brought about concern for
the plight of the butterfly which lays its eggs on elm and whose larvae teed on
various parts of the elm in each stage of its development. Would it become
extinct 7

In 1984 the then World Wildlife Fund, using money generously donated by
Associated Tyre Specialists (ATS) Ltd, sponsored Butterfly Conservation to
carry out a nationwide survey to try to establish the status of the butterfly and
learn a little of its ecology. Because of the work carried out by members of
the Society it was considered appropriate that it should be the subject of a
booklet early in the series: and because | lead the project on behalf of Butterfly
Censervation you have me as the author.



Prepare 1o be confused, the famous scientist Linnaeus seems to have been,
so you will be in good company! The present name of the butterfly originates
from the turn of the century when Kirby (1896) and South (1206) both use
White-letter Hairstreak; before that there had been a variety of names used
and no small amount of confusion with the similar and near relative Strymonidia
pruni now commonly called the Black Hairstreak.

Strymonidia w-album was first described to science by Knoch in 1782 from a
specimen taken in Germany near Leipzig, although a butterfly thought to be
5. w-album was mentioned as early as 1703 by Petiver and the species was
successfully bredin 1710by Ray. Oneinteresting pointabout the originaltype
description given by Knoch is that the British specimens frequently differ from
it because they lack the small orange spot on the upper surface of the
hindwing, called the Anal Spot; this is mentioned later in the section on
aberrations. Linnaeus mentions the butterfly but seems to have put S.w-
album and S.pruni together as one species. He cerainly will not be the last
person to get them confused | Between 1710 and 1906 it had four scientific
names and at least six common names, being known as ‘The Hairstreak’,
‘Dark Hairstreak’, 'Black Hairstreak', ‘w-hairstreak’, "‘White-w Hairstreak, and
finally ‘White-letter Hairstreak'. To make matters worse S pruni has also been
known as the ‘Dark Hairstreak' as well as the '‘Black Hairstreak'.

Somuch forits commaon names, what other scientific names have beenused?
Linnaeus in his ‘confused species’ refers to it as Papilio (Plebejus) pruni, from
1808 - 1828 it was called Thecla pruni, There now appears a gap until 1841
when it did not have a scientific name before Strymonidia w-album was
brought into use by Humphreys and Westwood. Tutt introduced the name
Edwardsia w-alburm for the species around the turn of the century, but this
appears to be the only reference to this name. Shortly after this had been
written the scientific name Strymonidia w-albumwas changed again and it is
now being called Satyrium w-album and its relative, the Black Hairstreak, is
now called Satyrium pruni I!!

Fordin his classic book ‘Butterflies’ ( Collins, London 1945) says that the ‘Dark
Hairstreak' of Harris (1775) is the first reference to the occurrence of this
butterfly in Britain. He also goes onto say thatitis found just across the border

in South-East Wales, although its distribution through that beautiful country
is now known to be much more widespread, as it has been recorded in all of
the old counties except Anglesey. The butterfly has only twice been recorded
in Scotland and neither recording was in this century; it has never been
recorded in either the Isle of Man or Ireland.

Description of the butterfly

Sa with all this confusion around a description of the butterfly may help to
distinguish it from its near relative the Black Hairstreak., When it is at rest with
its wings folded together, which is its normal position, itis about the size of a
human thumb nail. In fact the only time the author has managed to see the
uppersides of the wings is on dead specimens pinned out ina museum! The
Grayling Hipparchia semele is another species which, reputedly, never
shows the uppersides of its wings, but during the summer of 1988 a colony
of Graylings was observed as they went about the business of courtship and
mating. During this they would pose with theirwings open, and it was possible
to photograph their uppersides. White-letter Hairstreaks have been observed
mating but at no time did they pose with their wings open or even open them
briefly.

Figura 1 - The adult bulterflies with the male an the left and the female on the right,



The butterfly is basically a darkish brown except for the white line or hairstreak
from which it takes its name, which runs over both wings and ends in a 'w'
shaped mark on the hindwing. There is also a band of orange / red edged with
black on the rear edge of the hindwing. There are two tails found on the rear
edge of the hindwing which are black with a white tip. This is a useful way of
identifying males from females as the lower of these tails is far more
developed in the latter. They are probably a defensive measure to mislead
birds into attacking this area of the wings mistaking it for the head.

The antennae are black with white rings which give them an alternate black
and white appearance like a ‘Zebra Crossing', the same is true of the six
walking legs, { this butterfly belongs to the family of butterflies called the
‘Lycaenidae’ which retain the usual insect pattern of six legs in the adult and
not four as inthe ‘Nymphalidae’, such as the Small Tortoiseshell and Peacock,
or the ‘Satyridae’, e.g. the Meadow Brown and Speckled Wood ). The head
is pale brown with a pair of huge black compound eyes. When at rest the
bottom part of the abdomen may be visible and it is matt brown in colour. lts
shape may also help determine the sex of the butterfly as the female has a
much more rounded appearance when seen from the side and is also fatter,
presumably due to the ova developing within the reproductive organs. If this
makes it sound that the butterfly described is dull and uninteresting it would
give the wrong impression, as the butterily has a petite quality and it is well
worth the effort to find a freshly emerged specimen when it can be seen in all

its glory.

The Black Hairstreak is very similar to the White-letter Hairstreak and could
easily be mistaken for an aberration called ‘rufextensa’. The Black Hairstreak
has a more golden brown ground colour than the pale chocolate of the White-
letter Hairstreak. The red scales on the hindwing are more extensive and
extend onto the forewing, which apart from the aberration mentioned above
does not happen with the White-letter Hairstreak. The latter, however, has a
complete black line of scales on the inner edge of the red scales which is
reduced to a series of dots on the Black Hairstreak. Finally, both male and
female Black Hairstreaks have some orange scales on the upper side of the
hindwings which will enly be seenif an individual is examined carefullyinanet.
Butterflies which have to be examined in a net should be released as quickly
as possible and handled with extreme care. Black Hairstreaks are only found
in the East Midlands in a line running South-West from Peterborough to

Oxford and one isolated area of Surrey so apart from in these areas the
butterflies you find are almost certainly going to be White-letter Hairstreaks.

ABERRATIONS

Thursday, 25th July 1885 was a red-letter day, or in this case a white-letter
day. The author, walking through the research area found a most unusual
specimen. Instead of there being the usual, thin, white hairstreak marking,
it was as though the white line had been painted on and then, before it had
been given a chance to dry it had been smudged. It was guite remarkable.
Photographs were taken and then the specimen was caught. |t was
subsequently identified by Dr. Paul Whalley, of The Natural History Museum,
as an aberration known as ‘albovirgata' which means ‘white striped’; this was
only the fifth specimen ever caught.

Following on from this, a visit was arranged to see the White-letter Hairstreak
aberrations and other specimens held in The Natural History Museum.
However, there are very few compared with some species such as the Small
Copper, Lycaena phlaeas and the Chalk-hill Blue, Lysandra coricion both of
which have drawers full of aberrant specimens. The White-letter Hairstreak
seems to have produced very few aberrations, which may be a clue as to why
it was so badly under-recorded in the past. The Victorian collectors often put
great store by the number and
range of aberrations they had in
their collections; a species that
apparently produces so few
aberrations would have lost a lot
of its interest to them and they
would have searched less
diligently forit, preferring to collect
species where they had agreater
chance of taking an unusual
specimen.

So what aberrations have been
recorded so far? The type
description statesthat specimens
should have a wing tip to wing tip
measurement ( usually known Figure 2 - ab. ‘albovirgata’ caught 25th July 1985
asthewingspan ) of between 25-  in Hersfardshire,
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